Earthquake and people : the Maltese experience of the 1908 Messina earthquake by Borg, Ruben Paul et al.
Earthquake and People: The Maltese
Experience of the 1908 Messina
Earthquake
Ruben Paul Borg, Sebastiano D’Amico and Pauline Galea
1 Introduction
On December 28, 1908 at 5:20 a.m. local time, a devastating earthquake (Mw = 7.2)
struck Southern Italy along the Messina Strait (Fig. 1). This event caused severe
ground shaking throughout the region and triggered a local tsunami. As result the
cities of Messina along Sicily’s coast and Reggio di Calabria were completely
destroyed (Baratta 1910) causing more than 120,000 fatalities and with many left
without shelter.
The effects of the earthquake were felt within a 300-km radius. Rescuers sear-
ched through the rubble for weeks, and people were still being pulled out alive days
later, but thousands remained buried there. The 1908 earthquake had a signiﬁcant
impact on buildings and people and local communities which were displaced. The
Maltese experience of the Messina 1908 earthquake relied on communication
which reached Malta after the event. The assessment of the Maltese experience of
the Messina Earthquake has so far been carried out with reference to published
newspaper reports and other brief accounts including Herbert Ganado’s Rajt Malta
Tinbidel. Alfons Maria Galea a Maltese author and ﬁlanthropist published a book in
Maltese on the earthquake and its devastating effects in the popular educational
series il-Kotba tal-Mogħdija taż-Żmien just a few weeks after the event. The book is
a vivid account of the destruction caused by the earthquake, the suffering of the
survivors and the reaction of the population in reviving the city. The document
presents ﬁrst-hand accounts of the events in sufﬁcient detail to give a clear picture
of the severity of the event, extents of the damage and impact on the population.
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It is mostly based on accounts received by Galea from persons in institutions
including religious orders in Sicily who he knew. Newspaper reports in Malta and
other countries together with Galea’s book present clear ﬁrst-hand accounts of this
event and provide information on the building deﬁciencies and damage, limitations
of communication infrastructure during that period, limits to timely emergency
response to support the population and emergency action at the beginning of the
20th century.
Fig. 1 The Messina Straits area investigated in the present study is indicated by a square in the
main plate of this ﬁgure, while the smaller frame at the lower right (modiﬁed from Neri et al.
2009; D’Amico et al. 2010) shows the Calabro-Peloritan Arc region in southern Italy. This smaller
frame indicates that while the central portion of the Arc corresponds approximately to the
southeast-ward retreating subduction hinge, its northern and southwestern edges lie in continental
collision zones which developed after local detachment of the subduction system. The
northwestward trending arrows in the bottom of the same frame indicate the Nubia–Europe
convergence direction (Nocquet and Calais 2004). The main frame shows the principal fault
systems: hatched, normal faulting; half arrow, strike-slip component; dashed, presumed strike-slip
but with different interpretations in literature (Fabbri et al. 1980; Finetti and Del Ben 1986, 2005;
Monaco and Tortorici 2000). The dotted curve in the southern Tyrrhenian Sea marks the high
velocity anomaly found by seismic tomography at a depth of 150 km (Neri et al. 2009) indicating
the only part of the subduction system where the slab is still continuous (i.e. detachment has not
yet occurred). The ﬁgure also shows the CMT focal mechanism solutions
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2 Seismicity of the Region
2.1 Introduction
Southern Italy is one of the most earthquake-prone areas in the Mediterranean
region and it has a long history of catastrophic events. The area lies on the
Mediterranean-Alpine region which forms part of a complex boundary zone
between the Eurasian, African, and Arabian plates (Fig. 2). The convergence of the
Eurasian and African plates across the region has resulted in a wide zone of col-
lisional tectonics and the Messina strait area is also affected by the subduction of the
African Plate along the Calabrian Arc (D’Amico et al. 2010, 2011a). The sub-
duction zone is characterized by an intermediate and deep seismicity clustered and
aligned along a narrow (less than 200 km) and steep (about 70°) Wadati-Benioff
zone striking NE-SW and dipping towards the NW down to 500 km depth
(Piromallo and Morelli 2003; Neri et al. 2009).
2.2 The 1783 Seismic Event
The region of Calabria in the South of Italy, part of theKingdomofNapleswas hit by a
sequence of 5 strong earthquakes in 1783. The ﬁrst two earthquakes produced sig-
niﬁcant tsunamis. The epicenters of the earthquakes form a clear alignment extending
nearly 100 km from the Straits of Messina to about 18 km SSW of Catanzaro. The
epicenter of the ﬁrst earthquake occurred in the plain of Palmi and the earthquakes
occurred over a period of nearly two months, all with estimated magnitudes of 5.9 or
greater. It is estimated that the deaths lie in the range 32,000–50,000.
Fig. 2 Intensity map of the 1908 earthquake
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2.3 The 1908 Earthquake
The 1908 earthquake may have been caused by the activation of a normal fault
located in the Messina Straits, but the exact location and geometry of the fault are
still controversial (Boschi et al. 1989; Bottari et al. 1989; Valensise and Pantosti
1992; Monaco and Tortorici 2000, Amoruso et al. 2002, 2006; DISS Working
Group 2007; Pino et al. 2009). The low level of seismicity in the Messina Straits in
the last few decades (Neri et al. 2003, 2004, 2008) has not permitted seismologists
to deﬁne the locations and mechanisms of the seismogenic faults in this area. In the
last thirty years, crustal seismicity has been recorded in a low-to-moderate activity
with just a few events having magnitude above 5 (ISIDE at http://iside.rm.ingv.it).
The 28th December, 1908 earthquake was strongly felt throughout Sicily and
southern Italy. Historical records indicate also that ground motion was felt as far
away as Malta, Albania and Greece (Fig. 2).
The area of near-complete destruction by the ground shaking was concentrated
in the cities of Messina and Reggio Calabira, with the geographic extent of the
devastated areas more widespread in Calabria than in Sicily (Mulargia and Boschi
1983). In Sicily, damage was greatest in the Messina area, while Catania, the other
major city about 80 km south of Messina did not suffer any signiﬁcant damage from
the ground shaking. Describing the damage in the city of Messina, Omori (1894)
wrote: “The enormity of the destruction of Messina is really beyond one’s imagi-
nation. All the buildings in the city were, with a very few exceptions, considerably
cracked or absolutely reduced to masses of ruin…”. In the major cities of Messina
and Reggio Calabria more than 90 % of buildings were destroyed (Barbano et al.
2005). Messina suffered the most damage in the case of buildings constructed on
soft soil (Barbano et al. 2005) while other localities sustained less intense damage
because buildings were built on hard rock (e.g. Matagrifone and Gonzaga Castles).
In several parts of the city the collapse of buildings caused obstructions covered by
rubble and debris up to several meters thick (Fig. 3). Portions of the coast were also
lost and also the submarine telephone cables were severed in several places and
ﬁres were observed in several locations (Comerci et al. 2008).
Furthermore the tsunami impact on the areas already heavily damaged by the
ground shaking contributed to the devastation. In fact a few minutes after the largest
event, a tsunami impacted the coastlines on either side of the Straits of Messina,
with waves exceeding 6 m in several locations. Today the source mechanism of the
tsunami is still debated within the scientiﬁc community. More recent research has
suggested that the tsunami was generated by a seismically triggered submarine
landslide (Billi et al. 2008). However, damage from the tsunami waves was most
severe in the city of Messina and on the Calabrian coast and the tidal wave was also
reported to have reached the Maltese islands. The large number of damaged
buildings can be attributed to the type of building stock in Messina at the time,
making the area very vulnerable. Buildings constructed with better quality materials
or practices were less prone to collapse during the earthquake (Barbano et al. 2005;
Luiggi 1909).
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Several ﬁres also spread around the city following the earthquake. In the years
following 1908, precautions were taken when reconstruction began, constructing
buildings that would be able to withstand earthquakes of variable magnitude. As a
result of the earthquake many people were left without a home and were relocated
to various parts of Italy while others were forced to emigrate particularly to
America.
2.4 Effects of the 1908 Earthquake in Malta
The 1908 earthquake led to a tsunami which affected the surrounding region in the
central Mediterranean. The earthquake itself appears to have produced very mild
shaking on the Maltese islands with no reports of structural damage in the con-
temporary newspapers (except for some alleged cracking in Marsaxlokk “cottages”
mentioned in the Malta Herald of 28/12, which are difﬁcult to substantiate). A local
intensity of IV (EMS-98) may be assigned (Galea 2007). Unfortunately, the
Fig. 3 a Structural damage of masonry buildings in Messina (raafyawan.wordpress.com).
b Structural damage of masonry buildings in Messina (www.telegraph.co.uk). c Structural damage
of masonry buildings in Messina. d Refugees awaiting transportation at Messina (www.ibblio.org)
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seismogram recorded by the Malta University seismograph installed at the time in
Valletta remains missing from the local seismogram archive, although the Daily
Malta Chronicle of the 29/12 reports that the seismograph was “thrown out of gear
by the violence of its own action” (Malta Herald 1908).
The tsunami waves, on the other hand, appear to have caused more damage.
There are inconsistencies between reports of different newspapers regarding the
timing. The Malta Herald of the same day (28/12) reports the ﬁrst wave arriving
about 1 h 59 min after the earthquake, while the Daily Malta Chronicle of the 29/12
reports a 3 h interval. The Malta Herald reports initial wave heights up to 5 feet
(1.7 m), with the sea receding and transgressing several times during the day at
Marsamxett harbour. Boats in the Grand Harbour “broke adrift” and houses were
inundated at Sliema, Msida and Pieta on the northern coast of Malta. Serious
flooding was also reported in Marsaxlokk Bay, on the southeastern coast, where
ﬁshing boats on land were heavily damaged, and general panic ensued among the
population (Malta Herald 1908; Daily Malta Chronicle 1908; Savona Ventura 2005).
The Daily Malta Chronicle of December 29, 1908 reported the event as follows:
At about a quarter to eight (yesterday) the sea became strangely agitated. Thinking of the
earthquake which had occurred some three hours before, one was inclined to conclude that
the convulsion of the earth had been submarine and not far distant from us. The seabed
appeared to be casting violently off the superincumbent mass of water and driving it to the
shore. The Grand Harbour is protected by the breakwater; the tidal wave rushed unchecked
into the Marsamuscetto harbour. In the creeks the agitation was great. In Misida creek the
waters dashed right over the conﬁning barriers and rushed up to, and into, the houses and
shops by the shores. From the early morning it continued until after 4 p.m. People trembled
at ﬁrst to witness that which was taking place. After rising over the land, the waters receded
and left the seabed bare near the shore, ﬁsh was picked up wriggling in the sand seeking to
get back to their own element. This tsunami was caused by the earthquake that hit the
Straits of Messina on December 28 and that levelled Messina and Reggio di Calabria.
Because of the seismic activity in the area, Sicily and Calabria are referred to as la terra
ballerina - the dancing land. The death toll was high reaching close to 200,000 because of
two main factors: the extent of the quake - 7.5 according to today’s Richter scale and the
fact that it happened at about 5.20 a.m. when most people were indoors. The resulting
tsunami triggered 40-foot waves. The intensity of the earthquake was felt in Malta. The
seismograph at the university (of Malta) was thrown out of gear by the violence of its (the
earthquake’s) own action. The trouble of the earth lasted an hour-and-a-half. Maltese
doctors, nurses and priests went to the stricken area with the assistance of the Royal Navy.
In Rajt Malta Tinbidel, Herbert Ganado reports on the ﬁrst earthquake shock at 5.20
in the morning of the 28th of December 1908 and how the ground and the walls of
houses in Malta were shaking. He states that the earthquake shocks were felt in
Malta, reporting that furniture shifted from its place and that people were terriﬁed
and panicked. Ganado had heard ﬁrst hand accounts of what happened. He reports
that people ran out of their houses from their beds and writes about an aftershock
and another 8 shocks at intervals felt in Malta, with the last one reported at 6.15 in
the morning. Ganado reports that people ran to the open spaces and the countryside.
He further writes about the rise in sea level at about 7.45 in the morning noting that
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the effect was mostly felt in Marsamxett Harbour since the new breakwater recently
constructed protected the Grand Harbour. He reports on water reaching houses in
Sliema, Msida and Pieta’ (Ganado 1977).
3 Earthquake and People
3.1 Introduction
Knowledge on both the 1783 and 1908 seismic events in Messina and Calabria can
be retrieved from a number of historic documents. Nevertheless the experiences of
people in nearby communities and their reaction is relatively limited. In both
earthquakes the Maltese experience including the emergency action, can be traced
to few speciﬁc documents and is of particular interest given the proximity of the
Maltese Archipelago to the affected region.
3.2 The 1783 Calabria Earthquake
Sutherland in his book The Achievements of the Knights of Malta, (Sutherland
1846) refers to the earthquake during the eight years of de Rohan’s reign in Malta,
and to the role that Order of the Knights of Malta had in emergency action in the
region affected by the event. The Knights were engaged in assisting the survivors
immediately after news of the event reached Malta. Under the direction of the
French Frelon de la Frelonniere, the Knights left Malta with ships full of medicine,
beds and tents. Galea, reporting from the source, refers to the shock and sorrow in
Europe whilst the Knights of Malta were obliged to act and assist, the reason for
belonging to the Order of St John (Sutherland 1846).
They reached Reggio, ﬁnding the devastation the earthquake and tsunami left
behind. It is reported that earth tremors could still be felt. They left half the stocks in
Reggio and proceeded to Messina, ﬁnding the city devastated, with collapsed
buildings and destruction all around. The normally busy shoreline was deserted,
with people running around on the building rubble heaps and reported to be dis-
heartened and spread in different places around and in the ﬁelds. It is reported that
the Neapolitan commander however had a safe and comfortable quarter set up for
him including a band for entertainment, which contrasted deeply with the despair of
the population and the dead and sick survivors around. He was not reported to be
very welcoming to the Knights who offered to set up a hospital in Messina. The
Knights were only allowed to distribute goods food and medicines to those in need
and to care for the sick. Their help was however not welcomed by the Messina
Commander and they left the city, stopping again in Reggio where they left their
remaining supplies before returning to Malta (Sutherland 1846).
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3.3 The 1908 Earthquake in Messina and Calabria
The knowledge of the 1908 earthquake was communicated and diffused to sur-
rounding regions through the available means of communication of the time,
including letters and postcards and newspaper reports. The accounts of the earth-
quake were reported in Malta mostly in the newspapers of the time which included
the Malta Herald and the Daily Malta Chronicle. The concerns and fears of the
community were communicated through letters and postcards sent by various
personalities who had ﬁrst-hand experience of the earthquake. Members of various
religious orders in Messina sent letters to friends in Malta including Alfons Maria
Galea, a Maltese ﬁlanthropist. The letters included reports of the earthquake,
extents of the damage and impact on society. One relevant account is a book
published by Galea in Maltese a few weeks after the event. Herbert Ganado also
reported briefly about the earthquake and the experience in Malta, in the ﬁrst
volume of Rajt Malta Tinbidel, L-ewwel Ktieb (1900–1933).
4 A Maltese Account of the 1908 Earthquake
4.1 Alfons Maria Galea
Alfons Maria Galea was born in Valletta in 1861. He studied under the famous
writer Annibale Preca in Malta, with the Jesuits in Gozo and eventually in
Marseilles. He is remembered as a ﬁlanthropist having set up important religious
convents and supported various religious institutions in Malta. He was senator
between 1921 and 1927 and is best remembered for his publications in Maltese
intended to educate the people who did not get proper education in School and the
poor. In September 1899 Galea started publishing a new series of books in Maltese
called il-Kotba tal-Mogħdija taż-Żmien. The series was well received and publi-
cation continued until 1915. The book It-Theżhiża ta’Messina written in Maltese,
was published in the series during March 1909 (Fig. 4). The book includes an
account of the earthquake, based on the letters which are reproduced in the same
book and with additional comments and observations by the author. Galea’s
introduction to his book refers to the Candlora (2-2-1909), therefore indicating that
the book was written and published just a few weeks after the earthquake.
Furthermore in the introductory chapter, the book refers to the Calabria 1783
earthquake with Galea quoting from the following source: The achievements of the
Knights of Malta by Alexander Sutherland, Volume 2, Chapter VIII (Galea 1909).
In the context of his Series of Publications in Maltese il-Kotba tal-Mogħdija taż-
Żmien, the book is intended to communicate to the Maltese about this event and to
inform about the suffering of the people of Sicily. This is further supported through
his publication of the book in a relatively short time. In addition Galea published
correspondence in newspapers at the time, asking for support to the population and
also to thank those providing support.
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Fig. 4 It-Theżhiża ta’Messina, it-28 tax-xahar tal-Milied, 1908, by Alf. M. Galea. Published in
1909 in Malta at Stamperija G. Muscat, 213, Strada S. Orsla, il-Belt (St Ursola Street, Valletta)
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Galea’s book refers to ﬁrst-hand accounts of the earthquake from named sources
presented in sufﬁcient detail. Galea was familiar with the various buildingsmentioned
and had visited the speciﬁc places mentioned a short period before the event, having
known well some of the survivors who provided the ﬁrst-hand account, and in many
instances those who lost their lives. At the beginning of the 20th century, trade relied
on sea transport, with Sicily being the closest land to the Maltese Archipelago.
Few copies of the book survive as is generally the case with most of the volumes
in the Kotba tal-Mogħdija taż-Żmien series. It is written in the Maltese language,
but before new regulations were adopted for the written language years later. These
two considerations have seriously limited access to the book, which explains why,
in spite of being a relevant and important source of information, it has been ignored
by scholars so far and has largely gone unnoticed. The document is a valuable
reference in interpreting the impact of the earthquake for the local community in
Messina but also in understanding the event as perceived in the Maltese
Archipelago by the local population where communication was limited to printed
media, in particular newspapers.
4.2 An Account of the 1908 Earthquake:
It-Theżhiża ta’Messina
4.2.1 An Appreciation
In his introduction Galea presents to the readers an interesting account of an earlier
earthquake reported by Sutherland, which occurred 128 years earlier and the ser-
vices rendered by the order of the Knights of St John who sent help from Malta. He
sets the scene for what is to follow in a book which presents the accounts of the
1908 earthquake, as reported by people most of whom he knew well. He makes a
clear statement regarding the damage caused by the combined effect of the earth-
quake but also as a result of the tsunami hitting Messina, one of the brightest cities
of Sicily, on the 28th December 1908. He even presents an overview about Messina
and its history to the readers in the ﬁrst chapter.
Galea in general reports on the earthquake on the basis of accounts based on the
following: letters of Dun Ang Lovisolo, Dun Michiel Rua, Sister Ildegarda Zmiglio,
Father Liborio Ferrara and father F.P. Nalbone. He reports on the Sorijiet tax-Xjuħ
(Little Sisters of the Poor), the Sorijiet tal-Bon Pastur (Sisters of the Good
Shepherd), the Patrijiet ta’ Ġieżu (Franciscan Minors), the Kabbuċċini (Franciscan
Capuchins), the Franġiskani Konventwali (Conventual Franciscans) and the Sorijiet
il-Blu (Sisters of the Little Company of Mary also known as Blue Sisters). In the
book he further refers to the Sależjani (Salesian Brothers of Don Bosco), the Sorijiet
ta’ San Viċenz (Sisters of Charity) and the Ġiżwiti (Jesuits, Society of Jesus).
Galea further reports on the organisation of help in Malta for the people in
Messina both on personal experiences and on reports in the newspapers of the time
including the Malta Herald of the 11th February 1909. He goes on to report on the
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British and Russian aid, and on Maltese doctors. He further reports on the survival
of people including children following the earthquake and on the criticism directed
at priests, whom he defends in his book. He discusses the role of the Pope and
bishops in the aftermath of the earthquake. He dedicates a chapter to Father Urso,
who lost his life during the earthquake, and who he knew very well, and also
presents two letters from Dun C Gatti and John Simeon, on Father Urso. He
concludes the book with a chapter entitled “Messina is not dead”. The book is
clearly presented as an expression of deep sorrow of the prominent Maltese per-
sonality of the time, on what happened to Messina, a city he was very familiar with.
It is an appreciation presented immediately in the aftermath of the earthquake, to the
people he respected and knew well in his activities.
In his chapter dedicated to Dun Urso, Galea recounts his visit to Messina on the
11th November 1908, a few weeks before the earthquake. He recounts how Dun
Urso wished he could be sent back to Sliema in Malta from Messina and about his
wish to build in Malta a chapel for the oratorju festiv since this was needed due to
the increasing number of children. Galea further reports that at the time of writing
the chapel was under construction thanks to donations provided by rich and poor
people. The photo of Dun Urso reproduced by Galea in the book, was taken in
Messina on the 12th November 1908. Galea reports that once the news of the
earthquake arrived in Malta they sent a telegram asking about Dun Urso and did not
receive a reply until two or three days later, probably because the telegraph was not
functional. The message received ﬁnally from Catania announced his death. A letter
from his father on the 31st December 1908 from Belpassu and again on the 17th
January 1909 informed that he had been removed from the temporary burial in
Messina when he died and buried in his home town. Galea recounts the sorrow of
the Maltese community at the Juventus Domus who gathered at the chapel of St
Patrick’s Institute in Sliema.
Galea concludes the book with a clear expression of sorrow but makes a
statement in the last chapter Messina m’hix mejta, “Messina is not dead”. He quotes
from Malta letterarja in the conclusion with a statement of hope, with the opening
again of the roads, reconstruction of buildings and churches, and people coming
back to a city full of life and activity.
4.2.2 The Earthquake Experience
Galea presents ﬁrst hand accounts as the one by Dun Lovisano from the Salesian
Brothers’ College. In his letter to Galea, Dun Ang Lovisano describes his experience
of the earthquake at 05:20 of the 28th December 1908 when a loud sound like
thunder was followed by a tremor with the house collapsing suddenly into a rubble
mound. He ended squashed between the bed and the wall, with a timber beam falling
onto him together with stone dust and render. He moved out, meeting others in the
corridor and moved on to the dormitory on top of the church looking for the children,
ﬁnding it to have collapsed down into the lower floor. The dormitory in the ﬁrst floor
overlying the school and the refectory in the lower floor collapsed. The external wall
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collapsed into the garden, and all, except ﬁve, were buried under stone. The same
happened to the church and another dormitory some distance away. Dun Lovisano
could hear crying from down below. The staircase had collapsed so they helped each
other slide down to the ground floor. However the church’s door could not be opened
due to the rubble within the church. He continues to describe the action in getting
people including the children out of the rubble, some dying immediately after, others
surviving and joining in to help. He describes the chaos with survivors scarcely
dressed and without shoes in the dark looking for people under the rubble of the
collapsed church. He further describes the situation at day break with corpses of dead
children all around, all wet with blood and rain. People were crying while trying to
help, others asking for help. In the morning light, he could better appreciate the
damage with collapsed classrooms and bedrooms. The fact that the earthquake
struck at night, in adverse weather conditions, complicated the early action resulting
in difﬁculties for survivors in appreciating the extents of the damages immediately
and making it even more difﬁcult to help those in distress and needing immediate
help. Only at day break could the full extent of the damage and the extensive loss of
life be well appreciated.
Dun Ang Lovisano describes how they called the names of the missing priests
and that after an hour they could hear calls for help from under the rubble. He
describes how very tired, under heavy rain and with adjacent walls at risk of col-
lapse, they excavated without adequate tools to save Dun Urso. He recounts how
professor Bertu Boeris came to help. Yet Father Urso could not be released from
under the rubble because of serious injuries and died later. Eventually he recounts
how they dug a hole and buried in it Father Urso. He further describes how children
trapped in upper floors tied bed sheets one to the other to form a rope and could
therefore slide down to ground level. Some priests went to look for help and returned
later with some soldiers with tools to be able to help children trapped in the
upper-most floors of the parts of the building which had not collapsed. He describes
how difﬁcult it was to get help since others were also stopping and asking the
soldiers to help while on their way. He even describes how people became
aggressive in the circumstances and the frustration of not being able to help trapped
children in upper floors who needed urgent help. In addition he describes how, when
asking for help from people passing by, these were helpless and desperate, asking for
help themselves for their own relatives. For hours no help was available. Dun Ang
Lovisano further describes how a ﬁre was noted approaching the ruins of the college.
4.2.3 Damaged Buildings
Through the accounts, Galea describes the damage caused to the buildings ending
up as piles of rubble (ibrag mazcan) with the occasional parts of walls standing
after the earthquake. He further reproduces photos of damaged buildings including
a number of the Salesian College (Fig. 5). The roofs which appear to be made from
timber collapsed when walls overturned. Dun Ang Lovisano, describes how
masonry walls overturned like the pages of a book. He indirectly described the
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overturning mechanisms of walls without adequate restraint and ties at floors, with
the upper floors collapsing down to the lower levels. He describes how people
ended up under rubble as a result of the collapsing walls and how people were
thrown out of an upper second floor down into the street at a distance. In examining
both the text and descriptions of the damage and sequence of failure and also the
images of the damages in particular those for the Salesian College, it can be noted
that most masonry wall structures consisted in sack masonry, and with timber roofs.
The corner of buildings, normally consisting of more regular stone blocks
reinforcing the masonry structure, were noted to have survived in some instances.
However the remaining masonry, in particular sack masonry type walls failed
during the earthquake with expulsion out of the plane of the façade and in many
cases collapse of the wall. Other mechanisms reported imply the out of plane
rotation of the wall indicating also the absence of adequate ties. Collapse mecha-
nisms related to this type of masonry consisting of irregular stone block walls, is
reported in other similar non-reinforced masonry structures including the historic
centre of L’Aquila following the 2009 Abruzzo earthquake more than 100 years
later (Indirli et al. 2013; Borg et al. 2008, 2010, Borg 2010a, b)
Dun Lovisano describes the danger due to walls which though standing, were
unstable and at risk of collapse on survivors. He further describes the damage on
their route from the college to the coast and the calls for help from people buried
under the rubble. He describes the harbour structures damaged and under water, on
route to the train station and many people at the station with little clothing in the
cold waiting to get into one of the train wagons. He also reports on people in
distress holding onto planks at sea whilst travelling between Galati and Scaletta.
Father Liboriu Ferrara sj, wrote a letter to Father E. Scio sj on the 4th January
1909 and described how large timber beams and stones from walls fell on him,
referring to the masonry walls and timber roofs. He further describes how he held to
the bed sheets not to fall into the street below and how eventually he could slide
down a timber beam.
From a letter of Father M.L.M. Tonna Barthet of the 26th January 1909, the
Conventual Franciscans reported that they also lost their old church of the
Immaculate, dating from the time of Pope Alexander IV. St Anthony of Padua is
reported to have lived in the convent in 1219. With the loss of the church, the order
lost important items including a statue of St. Anthony. This goes to show the
signiﬁcant loss of cultural heritage as a result of the earthquake.
4.2.4 Communication
Communication relied on printed documents and newspaper reports. Accounts of
the earthquake reached other regions through postcards sent out by the survivors.
The photographs published in the book accompanying the chapter based on Dun A.
Lovisano’s experience, show the damage caused to the Salesians College. Galea
reports also that Dun A. Lovisano by the time of writing and printing the book, had
arrived in Malta and therefore he could also rely on ﬁrst-hand accounts of what
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(e)
(g) (h)
(f)
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happened and on the experiences of the survivors. Father Rua, the Salesian General
reports on the ship Washington arriving in Catania from Messina bringing news of
the destruction of the earthquake and also reports that the news of the earthquake
damage was spread in Italy through the newspapers since the telegraph was not
functional. It took days to get news about survivors. It is clear that Galea himself
relied a lot on letters received from friends and people he knew in religious orders,
together with newspaper accounts, in order to write the book. Galea makes an
interesting reference to the fact that people had occasion to view the damages in
cinemas (ċinematografu).
It is interesting to note the role of academia in Malta with Galea reporting on two
conferences organised in Malta, concerning the earthquake. Galea reports that Prof.
A. Bartoli organised a conference on Saturday the 13th February on Messina and
Calabria, on how these places were before and after the earthquake. He refers to the
use of a Lanterna Magica, a projector, to show to the people who attended this
event the cities before the earthquake and then after the event. Another conference
was organised by Prof. D. Fallon about 15 days later on the British activity and
emergency support in the city of Catona in Calabria.
4.2.5 Transport
The access routes were interrupted due to the damage, with resulting difﬁculties in
reaching the affected areas. Since the telegraph was interrupted due to the earth-
quake, communication to the surrounding areas was difﬁcult. Yet Dun Lovisano
describes how they managed to reach the train station and get to Catania by train
indicating that routes were in part functional. He also describes how the harbour
structures were destroyed and the shore line under the water level, yet reports on the
use of the Russian ship for the transport of survivors to Catania. Father Rua
describes how the train could not reach Messina and how the Provincial travelled to
Messina trying to get as close as possible to the city and then continue on foot. The
Director of the Sisters of Charity Ildegarda Zmiglio, reports from Rome on the 7th
January 1909. She describes how difﬁcult it was to care for and provide food for
survivors for four days in Messina. She further describes how they carried the
babies even in drawers and carried them under heavy rain to get the train from
Geraci after walking 12 miles. She describes how sisters who survived in the
women’s hospital left to Palermo by train, once they could hear no more calls for
b Fig. 5 a Surviving part of a masonry wall building with timber floors after the earthquake.
b Façade of a church with bell tower standing after the earthquake with adjacent collapsed
structures. c Remains of ta’ Zacra Church near the Messina Cemetry. Surviving corner of a
masonry building, with remaining walls collapsed. d The surviving façade of the Salesian college,
with the collapsed upper floor and the remaining ﬁssured wall structure. e The street where the Post
ofﬁce was located. View showing damage after the earthquake. Note the damage with expulsion of
sack masonry. f Collapsed timber roof elements. g First floor bedroom in the Salesian College in
Messina, and the recreation hall. Note the timber floors. h Salesian College in Messina, with the
Dormitory at ﬁrst floor collapsed onto the ground floor school and refectory. Note the collapsed
back wall together the timber beams and free standing external walls. (Galea 1909)
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help and then moved on to Naples. Father Liboriu Ferrara sj, reports how he could
not travel to Gazzi since roads were full of rubble and had to travel through the hills
of Peloritani till he got a train from Divietu near Barzola, to Palermo.
4.2.6 Post-event Support Organisation
Earthquake survivors were left homeless without shelter, during the darkness of the
cold winter December night under heavy rainfall. Whilst many lost their lives under
the rubble of the masonry walls, many others were left without shelter and refuge,
in adverse weather conditions. Galea states that all of a sudden the rich and the poor
shared the same experiences, irrespective of social standing before the earthquake.
He argues that faith and religion were important for the survivors of the earthquake
looking towards a future, with every family experiencing losses of dear ones, but
also all possessions and homes. In addition Christian charity had provided for the
needs of the people, many sending clothes, money and medicine, according to
Galea. Others spontaneously left their home and went to the areas hit by the
earthquake to help in the emergency action, in spite of aftershocks and earth tremors
as described by Galea. Survivors, in spite of losing family and friends helped in
recovering those trapped under the rubble whenever calls for help could be heard.
Since an organised Civil Protection that could intervene in such catastrophic events
did not exist, other organisations including religious orders and groups of survivors
took the initiative of coordinating and providing assistance to survivors. Further,
religious orders provided a reference point in a society where the Roman Catholic
Church had an important and central role even before the earthquake. People found
refuge in priests and members of religious orders as clearly indicated by Galea,
even though these had suffered serious losses within their own communities, not
only of members of the orders themselves but also many under their care including
children and elderly. Dun A. Lovisano describes his role in providing moral support
after the event to families who lost their dear ones, whilst facing losses within his
own community including the loss of the Salesian College which had collapsed.
Galea reports that 200,000 Liri (British Pounds referred to Liri in Malta at the time)
were sent to Pope Pius X to be distributed to those in need. Galea further reports
that besides the money sent to the pope, an additional 800,000 Liri were collected
from around the world for the people of Messina and Calabria. He stated that the
British sent 237,000 Liri and that the United States sent a ship full of goods.
Dun A. Lovisano describes how temporary shelters were set up with sheets.
Lovisano once in Malta reports to Galea that after the earthquake and whilst
travelling, they suffered hunger, relying on nuts and bread which they got with
difﬁculty. He further describes how different people who survived shared and
provided the little food they could get to the injured under the tents, including
bread, boiled rice and goat’s milk. He further describes how more and more tents
were set up on the wet muddy ground and how they lit bonﬁres with pieces of
timber to keep warm. The Russian soldiers assisted in the rescue of children trapped
in upper floors using ladders and moving to the upper floors by forming openings
548 R.P. Borg et al.
into the roofs to reach the children. Lovisano describes how 15 Russian soldiers lost
their lives helping the people during rescue operations. The rescued children were
taken to the College in Catania on board the Russian ship.
Father Rua describes how the Provincial travelled from Catania to Messina to
help. He further reports how the injured reaching Catania with Father Lovisano,
were taken to the Garibaldi hospital. He describes how the Director of the Palermo
college sent Fathers and young men to Messina to help with medicine and food and
how they saved many people. This goes to show how the clergy provided assistance
and emergency action to the survivors from the other cities which were not affected
by the earthquake. The survivors were hosted in hospitals in Palermo. Further
Father Rua informed the Mayors of Messina and Reggio via telegraph that he
would welcome orphans in his Institute.
Father F.P. Nalbone director of the Society of Jesus wrote to the Jesuits in Sicily
from Acireale on the 6th January 1909. He reports that when the Fathers and children
realised that nobody could help, they started working with the help of a soldier to
rescue other children. He describes how survivors put an effort to help those still under
the rubble and how children who were orphaned now needed to be taken care of.
Galea reports that according to a letter from Father Luigi Attard, the Franciscan
Minors, in spite of the serious damages in their convents in both Messina and
Reggio and loss of lives within their communities, helped those who survived
working with the little clothing they had to assist the injured. Galea further reports
that the Franciscan Capuchins also lost their churches and convents of Messina and
in Calabria, besides members of their communities.
The Director of the Blue Sisters sent four of her sisters to Messina to assist in
helping the injured while she asked the Pope to send to her hospital next to
St Stephen’s church ﬁve of the injured people. Galea further reports that nine people
were recovering in the hospital.
Sister Mary de Sales reported how the injured, full of blood, were hosted under
tents with the Bishop visiting them from one tent to the next. In Palmi she describes
a single pit with 665 dead bodies and writes on the bad smell. She reports that at
least the ground tremors had ceased after nine days and that many people could ﬁnd
shelter in small spaces. She reports on the help of the priests who would do different
tasks in assisting the injured including helping with the cooking.
4.2.7 Relocation of Survivors
Father Lovisano reports on discussions whether they should move on to Naples or
reach other Fathers in Catania. In spite of the tragedy hitting the cities of Messina
and Reggio and surrounding areas, many people considered moving out of the area
while many others were reluctant and would not leave their land. Refugees also
arrived and were hosted in Malta. The Little Sisters of the Poor helped get survivors
to their other homes in Acireale, Catania, Modica, Naples and Rome to be cared for.
Two sisters were sent to Ħamrun in Malta to rest and recover even though Galea
reports that they were eager to get back and help.
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Galea also reports on the Good Shepherd sisters whose convent he had been to a
month before the earthquake. He refers to a sister who had witnessed the earthquake
and with whom he spoke at Ħal Balzan in Malta. She reports on how the injured
were transferred to Ħal Balzan in Malta after suffering the rain and the cold weather
for four days with little clothing and after having to walk for many hours. Galea
wrote a letter on the 8th January 1909 which appeared in both the Malta Chronicle
and the Malta Herald, to thank on behalf of the Provincial sister of the Good
Shepherd, the captain Evelyn Le Marchant of the ship Sutlej, for helping the sisters
during their transfer to Malta. Further, Galea refers to the Archbishop of Syracuse
who wrote to Galea to inform him that he thanked the Admiral for the help provided
by his men, by the sisters and by Maltese doctors, to the people of Messina and
Calabria.
When Galea reports on the goods collected by the Maltese and distributed to
those in need, he also notes that 17 women who survived the earthquake travelled
with the sisters from Messina and stayed at the Convent of the Good Shepherd in
Ħal Balzan, Malta. He further reports on 40 Sicilians who came over to Malta
following the earthquake.
4.2.8 Maltese Support
Maltese doctors left Malta on the British ships to assist the injured in Messina and
Calabria. Galea reports on how this had also happened 128 years earlier, when the
Knights of the Order of St John provided assistance in Messina and Reggio.
Once news of the earthquake reached the British ships, these joined the Russian
ships in providing assistance. They carried large quantities of sheets, tents and
medicine and all that was necessary for the injured. The Maltese and the British sent
all they could to assist the people of Messina and in spite of the difﬁcult situation in
Malta, the rich and the poor collected what they could for the people of Messina.
The Maltese collected clothes, sheets and money to help the people of Messina.
According to Malta Herald of the 11th February 1909, Lawyer A.H. Stilon and
Mr. R.G. Vassallo informed friends that they intended to send material to Messina
and people started sending to them all sorts of goods. The material was distributed
between various people who could pass them on to those in need. Galea reports that
material was provided to the Convent of the Good Shepherd at Ħal Balzan for the
17 women who arrived there with the sisters from Messina, with additional material
for the 40 Sicilians who came over to Malta after the earthquake. Austrian and
Italian ships transferred the goods free of charge from Malta to Siracusa and
Catania. Many Maltese sent goods also to the Malta Chronicle to be sent to Sicily as
reported in this newspaper on the 7th, 9th and 14th January 1909.
People sent considerable sums of money to the Archbishops of Syracuse,
Catania and also Acireale to pass them on to the Archbishop of Messina. The
money was to be given to those surviving the earthquake. The Archbishop of Malta
Mons. P. Pace and the Bishop Mons G.M. Camilleri expressed their wish to priests
in Malta and Gozo for the collection of money to be sent to the Pope to be
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distributed to the survivors of the earthquake. Galea states that the Maltese con-
tributed signiﬁcantly both in terms of goods and money, depositing material with
priests and also sending goods to the newspapers. In addition he states that the
Maltese government spent 266 Liri and the Lord Mayor of London sent 1000 Liri to
the Maltese government, to be used in the assistance provided to the people of
Messina and Reggio. Galea reports that the Duke of Connaught left on the Aboukir
on the 10th January to visit the hospital which the British set up in Reggio.
A funeral mass was held in St John’s co-cathedral for the dead, celebrated by the
Archbishop Pace. Galea reports that other funeral masses were held also in Gozo
with flags flying at half mast. Galea expresses satisfaction at the generosity of the
Maltese given that in those days the Maltese collected two thousand Liri for the
people of Messina and Calabria, even though they had collected signiﬁcant sums
for other causes.
4.2.9 The British, The Russians and The Maltese
Galea states that the British and the Russians provided signiﬁcant assistance to the
people of Messina and refers in this regard to the British newspaper the Telegraph,
and Italian Newspapers who had words of praise in their regard. A British Doctor
on the ship Philomel wrote in the Telegraph that on the 30th December at 9.30 in
the evening, Malta received orders from England that doctors on British ships were
to go and assist in Messina. The Philomel left Malta 12 h later on the morning of the
31st December with 8 British and 13 Maltese doctors, with the Maltese doctors
carried along as much medicine as they could get during the night. He reports that
the sea was very rough and that they arrived in Messina at dawn of the 1st January
1909. The doctor gives an account of what they found in Messina, with building
rubble all over the place with not a single house standing, the roads blocked with
rubble and ﬁre spreading all over. He notes that there were people under the rubble
and notes that the survivors were not helping at all. He states that the prison
collapsed and describes people going around the city to steal. He notes that a
thousand doctors would have been necessary in such a disaster. He gives an account
of the silence, the collapsed building throughout, with ﬁre and the mountains
covered in snow in the distance. He reports that they landed in Canatello, and that
they had with them Italian guard. They set up 12 tents and 2 large shelters to form a
hospital and that people gathered around asking for food. The language barrier
during emergency activity is a relevant issue. The British doctor reports that the
Maltese doctors could communicate in Italian with the local people. The doctor
informs that only 500 people survived out of 3000. He notes that they had guards
protecting the camp to prevent people from entering since they were hungry and
had nothing left since their homes collapsed. He reports that the sailors worked to
get the people out from under the rubble while the doctors worked in the temporary
hospital set up. He reports on the many injured people requiring assistance
including those who had been buried for 5 days. The doctor writes that the injured
were in a terrible state, most dying whilst being assisted and in most cases little
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could be done to save people. He reports, that by midnight on the day they had
assisted 200 people in the hospital and that on the 3rd January many people were
still under the rubble with the dead lying here and there. They returned to Malta on
the 5th January and he praises the selfless sailors who worked for 18 h at a go to
assist the people in Canatello. Galea further reports on an account appearing in the
Graphic of the 6th February, concerning the captain and sailors of the ship Afowen
arriving in Cardiff, describing their activity in saving 10 children from the upper
floors of a damaged building using ladders.
Galea reports that Pope Pius X expressed his gratitude for the support of British
sailors, with British students who went to visit him on the 12th January. Galea
reports that while the Pope expressed his gratitude also for the help of the Russians,
he notes that the British could help more since Malta is so close to the affected area.
Galea goes on to agree with this and refers to the goods transferred from Malta to
Sicily from the Maltese drydocks and referring to the newspaper The Chronicle
which lists the thousands of pounds of meat, flour and biscuits, medicine and
sheets. The Pope made reference to the fact that the British and the Russians
reached the area ﬁrst, followed by the Italians who he states arrived late and lost
time, though they made up for this later. Galea reports that then even French, Greek
and Germans also assisted, as did many other countries.
The Maltese doctors who went to Messina are mentioned by name in Galea’s
book and he further states that on the 12th January 1909 they were invited by the
Governor of Malta Sir Henry Fane Gant to be thanked personally for their work in
Sicily. They were once more invited by the Duke of Connaught on the 16th January
who informed them that he would inform King Eduard VII about their actions.
Galea reports that he received a letter from the Archbishop of Syracuse thanking
him for the help received from Malta, for the help of the British, Russians and the
Maltese and also the Maltese doctors and sisters who assisted the injured people.
Galea presents also an account of the rescue of three children from under the
rubble, 18 days after the event. He described how they were trapped in the cellar of
the building and survived on the little food they could get (wine and onions) whilst
they dug with their hands. They were taken on the ship Savoia to be assisted.
4.2.10 The Role of the Religious Orders
Galea presents clearly the role of the religious orders during the earthquake and
defends their contribution in saving people, in spite of criticism directed towards
these at the time. Galea had close ties with religious institutions who provided the
main sources of the book. He dedicates a section of the book “The Priests escaped
from Messina” to describe the role of the priests after the event. Referring to the
newspaper Roma, he quotes Admiral Mirabelli who had stated that the priests were
nowhere to be seen and that the Archbishop just sent his secretary to greet the King
and the Queen. Galea then criticises Mirabelli and states that he was unable to
handle the situation and that someone else and better than him should have been in
charge of the emergency activity. Galea suggests that he should have worked more
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to ﬁnd workmen to save people from beneath the rubble, and that he should have
stopped ships sailing in the Straits to get help and should have sought food and
medicine for the survivors.
Galea quotes from il Giornale d’Italia, referring to the parish priest of Mazacuva
who shared the goods he could retrieve from his house which collapsed and though
with little clothing, inspired the survivors in helping extract those under the rubble.
The bishop of Mileto gathered members of the clergy and organised help by visiting
villages to assist the injured, bury the dead and providing support to survivors. He
wrote in newspapers to disseminate the news of the event so that people could
help. Galea refers to il Giornale di Sicilia and reports how the Archbishop of
Messina set up a hospital in the part of his house which had not collapsed and
provided assistance to the injured. Galea reports from an account in the Civilta’
Cattolica, which refers to another report in The Corriere della Sera concerning a
mass and the people’s sorrow, noting it as being even more important since those
writing in the Corriere della Sera are not close to the church. Galea reports from a
letter by a monk in the Corriere della Sera of the 22nd January 1909, who explains
that priests could not be seen in Messina because they were not dressed as priests
but bits and pieces of clothing while helping those in distress. Galea reports further
how these priests put their own life at risk.
Galea further reports that Pope Pius X had asked what he could do to assist the
priests of Calabria and Messina and that he started receiving money from all over
the world to distribute to those in need. This is an important consideration when
considering the ﬁnancing of post earthquake emergency activity. Galea reports that
at the time of publication the Pope had received 5 million francs or 200,000 Liri.
Galea writes that the Archbishop of Catania reported that 20,000 people had arrived
in Catania and that in spite of the priest’s efforts, it was difﬁcult to manage so many
thousands of displaced people. Galea reports how the Archbishop of Syracuse
hosted in his own home about 60 people and even gave up his own bed. Reporting
from the Civilta’ Cattolica of the 20th February 1909, Galea writes that the Pope
was provided with the ship Catalonja by the Spanish Marchese de Carmillas, and
this was used to transfer 180 orphans and about 20 injured and some priests who
eventually arrived in Rome with the Hospital train—Salib Ta’Malta (Maltese
Cross). Galea reports that the Pope had prepared to host 300 people. Galea also
reports how a French priest named Santol offered the Pope to host 1000 orphans but
was not allowed by the Italian government out of fear that these children will lose
their Italian identity. He further states that ironically the Italian Government was
allowing orphans to be taken by those who were not priests. Such references hint at
the political situation at the time and Church-State relationship in Italy. Galea
further notes that Father Rua had offered to welcome all orphans which could be
sent to the Salesian brothers and argues that it is a pity if such an opportunity were
lost. Galea emphasises that the Archbishop of Messina who was initially thought to
be dead, would not leave the city as long as there were people still there and worked
hard for those injured. He reports that in March 1909, at the time of writing the
book, the Archbishop of Messina was in Rome meeting the Pope.
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Galea further reports that an old general stated that in case of disaster those
helping most are always the priests, the soldiers and the people of good will. Galea
clearly makes a statement in this chapter to stress the importance of the role of the
priests was in the emergency action.
5 Newspaper and Other Accounts in Malta
Printed media in particular newspapers served as the important means of commu-
nication at the time to get the news to the wider audience.
The Daily Malta Chronicle of December 29, 1908 reported on the local effects of
the earthquake and tsunami. Local newspapers, for example the Malta Herald,
continued to publish extensive and detailed reports about the Messina-Reggio
disaster on a daily basis at least till the 11 January 1909. The reports were mostly
based on eyewitness accounts from Maltese or Italian citizens who sent letters and
telegrams to Malta, which were published very rapidly. Many of these reports give
very vivid descriptions and personal accounts of individual human stories of sur-
vival and tragedy, as well as information about relief missions setting sail from
Malta to Sicily, fund-raising activities, letters of gratitude etc. It is interesting to
note the rapidity and efﬁciency with which aid and fund-raising activities were
organised and coordinated. Three days after the earthquake, an extra theatrical
performance of the opera La Boheme was announced to raise funds and a
well-coordinated activity for collection and shipping of clothing items was quickly
organised. By the 9th January, the sum of 281 pound sterling had been collected
from local benefactors, besides the sum of 200 pound donated personally by
Mr. and Mrs. A.M. Galea and a Miss Asphar.
Reporting on local newspapers was also relatively efﬁcient. On the 29th
December, the day after the earthquake, a letter by a presumably Maltese citizen,
signed J.B., gives the ﬁrst impressions of the earthquake (Fig. 6; Malta Herald,
30/12) whereas, the next day, a detailed account by a Sig. Diani from Reggio, on
his arrival in Palermo, describes graphically the destruction in Reggio, and his slow
progress to reach the harbour among dead bodies, walking wounded, broken fur-
niture, telegraph and electric cables on the ground (Malta Herald 31/12). A Maltese
gentleman, Joseph Said, was granted passage on board HMS Minerva, and vividly
recounts the on-board assistance to the wounded on the way to Messina and Reggio
and back to Malta (Malta Herald 04/01/1909). On the 4th January 1909, it was
reported that strong aftershocks were still being felt in Messina and Reggio, and
resulted in the ﬁnal collapse of many damaged buildings. There were also accounts
of how looters and marauders were being shot on site.
The Chronicle reported also that besides the Ambulance Corps, a section of a
ﬁeld bakery for the baking of bread on the spot was despatched by sea together with
5000 bags of flour (Daily Malta Chronicle 1908).
In his book, Galea himself presents not only the ﬁrst hand accounts of people he
knew and their letters to him and to people he know well. He refers also to the
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newspaper extracts which in particular include accounts on the help organised by
the Maltese for the people in Messina, and letters in newspapers including one he
sent himself, to thank others on behalf of the Good Shepherd sisters (Galea 1908).
Herbert Ganado writes briefly about the earthquake and the experience in Malta,
in the ﬁrst volume of Rajt Malta Tinbidel, L-ewwel Ktieb (1900–1933). While he
Fig. 6 Extract of the Malta Herald of the 30th December, 1908 (Malta Herald 1908)
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states that he was too young at the time, he refers to some ﬁrst hand accounts of
people who remembered the event. Ganado reports that his uncle, Robert Randon,
was one of the ﬁve doctors, the other four being British, who were sent together
with more than 50 nurses to assist in Messina by the Royal Army Medical Corps
(RAMC). He reports that another 13 doctors also left Malta to assist. Ganado writes
that his uncle’s knowledge of the Italian language was an asset. The Admiral of the
British Fleet in the Mediterranean ordered that the entire fleet ships goods to the
affected area and Ganado reports that the Maltese people contributed. He further
notes that Russian warships which were nearer, were the ﬁrst to reach Messina.
Ganado reports on the account of the captain of the ship Washington who reported
seeing the collapse of buildings. The Italian Government presented Malta with a
silver medal and a diploma in recognition of the help provided, while the King of
Italy had honoured the 14 Maltese doctors as Knights of Italy (Ganado 1977).
Ganado reports that the Italian families living in Malta, were very anxious in the
morning, awaiting news of their friends and families in Italy. He reports that the
Carola, used to sail regularly between Malta and Sicily and that just some years
earlier Maltese University students had travelled there and had friends there.
Ganado reports that the telegraph messages arriving in the evening reported the bad
news about the large number of dead and injured and that the cities of Messina and
Calabria were in ruins. He reports on survivors who moved to the shore away from
the ruins but were swept away by the tsunami. Ganado also mentions the winter
cold and snow, and the ﬁres. He reports that Sicily and Italy were asking for help.
6 Discussion
In 1909 Malta was still a British Colony. It is located geographically close to the
area affected by the earthquake. Furthermore the earthquake was felt well in Malta
and the effects of the tsunami were also reported in the coastal harbour areas. The
Maltese and Italian families living in Malta had close ties with Sicily. Therefore it is
not surprising that the British and the Maltese were among the ﬁrst to assist the
people of Messina and Calabria.
The accounts presented by Galea in his book provide a valuable source of
information on the Maltese experience of the earthquake which has largely been
overlooked during the past century. The reasons for this are related to language
since the book is written in Maltese before new regulations were adopted later, and
because the book is not commonly found. The book presents a unique and detailed
account, with ﬁrst hand accounts of the experience and the role of the Maltese in the
emergency activity after the earthquake.
The book was published with the aim of informing the public about the event
just a few weeks after the earthquake making it even more relevant. The book has to
be understood also in the social context of the time, with the Catholic Church
having a central role in society. Galea was a prominent person in Maltese Society
and very close to the religious communities in Malta and in Sicily. The book
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presents in particular the experiences of religious communities, as is also demon-
strated in his assessment of the role of priests and religious orders during the
emergency activity.
Galea presents an account based largely on ﬁrst hand experiences of survivors he
knew well, based on letters sent to him and to the various religious orders by people
who had a ﬁrst hand experience of the events. He also refers to letters in newspapers
which were the main source of information at the time and also makes reference to
various activities in Malta which he was informed on. The newspaper accounts he
refers to get an even more important signiﬁcance since he refers to them at the same
time when these were appearing and reaching the public. He therefore includes his
personal experiences and mentions experiences which he was involved in himself
or which he knew about through ﬁrst hand knowledge at the time. This is
demonstrated also by the fact that the book was published close to the date of the
event, and as noted by the author himself, includes some mistakes which there was
no time to remedy except by the insertion of a note within the book at the end.
In some instances the book is a collection of letters, reproduced by the author
and probably edited and translated into Maltese. While one has to see this document
in the light of other international sources which present various aspects of the
earthquake, Galea’s account is sufﬁciently detailed presenting the Maltese experi-
ence. The book also includes references to the role of different groups in society
including the role of the priests and emergency action. Further the book presents the
people’s response in the immediate days following the earthquake. Whilst there was
no organised civil protection in place at the time, the book reports on the confusion
resulting after the event but also on the spontaneous support and help arriving from
surrounding areas, also thanks to the religious orders in surrounding cities who
were trying to establish contact with their communities in Messina and Reggio. The
role of religious orders to get help through their already established networks is
signiﬁcant in this context, in the absence of an organised civil protection at the time.
It makes reference to the confusion resulting from the disaster, people losing all
their belongings and their relatives and therefore not wanting to leave their homes
even if there was nothing left but rubble heaps. It refers to the collapse of the prison
and stealing from properties. The book makes reference to the damages to buildings
which can be indirectly understood from the descriptions of collapse mechanisms
expressed in basic terms by the survivors, the photographs of the damages and
additional experiences of other earthquakes in Italy which affected similar con-
structions. The building damage mechanisms are presented through ﬁrst hand
accounts of the earthquake and its effect on buildings.
Galea presents the important role of the Russians and the British in assisting after
the earthquake. It is relevant to note the interruption of communication links as a
result of the non-functional telegraph service. In spite of the geographic proximity
of Sicily and Malta, still Messina was perceived to be distant and far away. The
report by Galea shows clearly the concern of the Maltese towards a community in a
neighbouring country and the influence of the earthquake on the local population in
Malta at a time when means of transport and communication technology were
limited.
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Galea’s account shows that in spite of the perceived distance from the area
affected by the event, the local community in Malta together with the British present
in Malta still reacted strongly. The book presents a ﬁrst hand account of personal
relationships with people who died in Messina and the sorrow of the Maltese
community. Galea makes clear reference to the newspapers and also to the already
well established strong networks of the religious orders before the event, as having
a key role in the emergency activity. The role of newspapers in coordinating the
collection of goods from the population of Malta is also signiﬁcant especially when
one notes the important role of newspaper as the main source of information
reaching the population. The support of the British and Maltese doctors in setting
up temporary shelters and hospitals in the affected areas, conﬁrm the important role
of Malta and the British present on the Islands in organising help in the affected
zone. The hosting in Malta of people from the affected areas also demonstrates the
important role of the local Maltese community.
Galea’s accounts are supported by Ganado who in his book Rajt Malta Tinbidel,
makes clear reference to the sorrow and anxiety of the Maltese and Italian families
living in Malta at the time, awaiting news of the earthquake.
In the context of an organised Civil Protection today, emergency action is
expected to be signiﬁcantly different, with better lines of communication both on
the Italian territory but also with the external world. The SIMIT Project (2015) for
example covering the Sicily-Malta territory results in a collaborative framework for
civil protection and building vulnerability in the Sicily-Malta Region. Other con-
siderations today relate to the building typologies and vulnerabilities of the built
environment in view of new constructions, transport links and improved means of
communication, exposure and population size.
7 Conclusion
The Maltese experience of the 1909 Messina Earthquake is based on information
mostly presented in newspapers which were published after the earthquake and
some other brief accounts. In addition Galea’s book, It-Theżhiża ta’Messina pre-
sents a unique account of the experience of the people of Malta. Galea presents in
particular various accounts from persons in religious orders, who had experiences
the earthquake and who had shared their experiences. The accounts presented show
the important role of the network of various religious orders and communities in
different towns and countries, and that of the Russians, the British and the Maltese,
in providing for the spontaneous post-event emergency action. The account also
shows the serious limitations in communication and transport links. It presents the
effects of a lack of an organised civil protection, and the relevant role of religious
orders in providing assistance and attracting support from external sources. It fur-
ther presents the collection of goods in Malta to support the people affected by the
earthquake, the help of the Maltesein the ﬁeld and also the hosting of people in
Malta. Galea informs on the means of communicating the earthquake to the public
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at the time, through newspapers, letters and postcards and the telegraph, but also the
cinema and conferences organised by the university. Galea’s book in the series
Kotba tal-Mogħdija taż-Żmien is itself a unique document, presented shortly after
the earthquake and intended to reach a wide audience.
The account presents not only a vivid description of the disaster and the effect on
the population but also the damage to buildings and building collapse mechanisms.
The performance of masonry construction typologies present in the area, is noted to
be similar to that of buildings in other regions in Italy following seismic events
during the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century.
The devastation of the earthquake had a signiﬁcant impact on the people of
Messina and Reggio, with long lasting effects. However the accounts of despair of the
people affected had a signiﬁcant effect on the people of surrounding regions including
theMaltese. TheMaltese experience as presentedmostly in Galea’s accounts is one of
solidarity and deep sorrow expressed through generosity towards a desperate popu-
lation which nevertheless shows courage at the face of tragedy. At the end of the book,
Galea describes Messina as a city which shall be rising back to be full of life and
activity once more. Galea concludes his book stating that Messina is not dead.
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